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Abstract 
 
 
 
 The promise of centrifugal developments in forest-management policies indicates the 
administration’s willingness to cede some authority to the peripheral actors. These developments 
are conveniently occurring at a time when the world is increasingly becoming aware of the 
environmental destruction caused by man, most recently evident in the adoption of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. However, the Goals are merely a continuation of the narrative advancing 
environmental conservation as a liaison between development programmes and the market 
economy. Consequently, developing nations are turned into arenas where conservation initiatives 
are applied in exchange for donor funds. At the behest of the dominant environmental discourse, 
national governments in developing states are intensifying efforts to meet conservation targets. 
Ultimately it is the local actors who are having to readjust their lives to adapt to the interventions.  
 In Nepal, community forestry has been heralded as taking decision-making power away 
from the central Government and placing the local users in charge of their own affairs. The policies 
give the impression that rural communities are entrusted to supervise their forests independently of 
the Government of Nepal. However the interventions are posing new challenges for local actors, 
who are being held accountable for meeting conservation goals, while simultaneously being 
constrained in maintaining customary practices and facing territorial disputes with contiguous 
community forests. For indigenous communities like the Chepang, who have been traditionally 
marginalised by society and customarily depended on the forests, these interventions are 
exacerbating their situation. This research aims to probe the interfaces at which the Chepang 
encounter forest management policies while determining, in the process, whether the global 
conservation movement is pressurising the Chepang or alleviating their plight. 
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Introduction 
 
 
EARTH PROVIDES ENOUGH TO SATISFY EVERY MAN'S NEED, BUT NOT EVERY 
MAN'S GREED 
- Mohandas K. Gandhi (1869-1948) 
 
  
 “The human effects on environmental change are so profound that a new geological age has 
been proposed…that of the Anthropocene” (Freeman, S, 2015, p. 713). In an article, published in 
the Global Change Newsletter, Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer (cited in Freeman, S, 2015) 
advanced the notion that we are now entering a geological epoch, the Anthropocene. Essentially, 
this notion posits that human-induced activities are undisputedly impacting, and permanently 
transforming, Earth’s geology and its’ ecosystems therein. Drawing on Thomas Malthus’ 
observations, of population growth as the primary cause of poverty, the environmental movements 
of the 1960s remodelled the idea to encapsulate population growth’s connection with environmental 
degradation.  The Neo-Malthusian fear, that an unchecked, and impoverished, growing population 
“would consume nature’s assets beyond the point of self-renewal” (Freeman, S, 2015, p. 714) grew 
hold, and endures today.  
 Out of a concern for the underrepresentation of poverty and power dominations, in relation 
to degradation, political ecologists distinguished “between population pressure on resources and 
production pressure on resources” (Ibid, 2015, p. 714). This argumentation makes enquiries of 
environmental degradation as a “series of extractive relationships” (Ibid, 2015, p. 714) through 
which marginalised peoples are often dispossessed of their traditional areas and cultures. Present-
day political ecologists have widened the field of study to include interventions that claim to 
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address degradation; these interventions are often actualised as development programs with overt 
intentions of environmental protection. Environmental conservation has, in turn, been employed as 
a liaison between development and poverty alleviation, consequentially “tie[ing] conservation to 
development, and the environment to the market economy” (Ibid, 2015, p. 716). The management 
of forests, in this regard, bundles together protection of forests while “leaving an opportunity for 
local people to gain from the exploitation of forest resources” (Casse, 2012, p. 1). 
 Forest conservation originally manifested itself through the establishment of national parks, 
postulating that the protection of nature was only viable by “separating animals from man” (Casse, 
2012, p. 12). This ‘fortress conservation’, as it has retrospectively been dubbed, engendered “the 
creation of protected areas, the exclusion of people as residents, the prevention of consumptive use 
and minimisation of other forms of human impact” (Hutton et al, 2005, p. 342).  However, by the 
1990s this narrative was superseded by a community approach, espoused through the Integrated 
Conservation and Development Projects, committed to “raising the standard of living within 
protected areas” (Freeman, 2015, p. 716). In realising that the physical and political exclusion of 
local people hampered the initiatives of nature protection, ensuring participation of local 
communities permitted the reconciliation between objectives espoused by the conservation and the 
development communities (Casse, 2012) as advocated for by the Bruntland Report, published in 
1987. Perceptions of achieving positive societal change through the State and a top-down model, 
was supplanted by “idealist and romantic ideas about the community” (Hutton et al, 2005, p. 344) 
and achieving development aims through participatory approaches and grassroots action. Lastly, a 
market approach was promoted, by conservative governments in the US and Europe, as an 
alternative to the state as a means of delivering policy change (Hutton et al, 2005; Casse, 2012). 
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The South Asian Context 
 
 In much of South and Southeast Asia this changing discourse, from a centralised State-
driven approach, to decentralisation and local community, management of forests have been driven 
by similar, and yet contrasting circumstances to the global conservation narrative. Until around the 
1970s-1980s, a centralised approach was justified by a belief that local people “had neither the 
capacity nor the knowledge…to protect valuable resources threatened by overuse, market pressures, 
and users’ ignorance” (Agrawal & Ostrom, 2008, p. 45). Paradoxically, as Arun Agrawal and Elinor 
Ostrom (2008) clarify, those very states derived much profit through the extraction, and trade, of 
forest resources. Critically, the centralised system further prompted, rather than discouraged, 
overexploitation of forest stock. As rural, forest-dependent users were ostracised by the State, state-
employed custodians became the authority and were given ascendancy over local systems of 
governance; this led to rife corruption and, in turn, further siphoning of natural resources. Agrawal 
and Ostrom (2008) highlight some important factors for the gradual move to decentralisation: faced 
with increasing fiscal debt, authorities in developing countries recognise, in decentralisation of 
power, a convenient mechanism to transfer costs and responsibilities elsewhere; furthermore, in 
tune with the popularised narrative of bottom-up, participatory approaches, international donors are 
subsidising the facilitation of locals as partners rather than dependents. Lastly, and perhaps an 
understated factor, while overtly claiming decentralisation as divesting power of the central 
government, it can be an “effective mechanism to extend the reach of national governments” 
(Agrawal & Ostrom, 2008, p. 46). However, current initiatives of decentralisation do pave the way 
for citizen engagement in decision-making processes, and give inhabitants a role of responsibility 
towards the effective management of natural resources. Decentralisation, in this respect, has been 
closely linked with good governance and “democratisation as a means of popular empowerment, 
poverty reduction, and conflict management” (Sunderlin, 2011, p. 24).  
 With regards to the forest sector decentralisation commonly has, as it’s aims to “reduce 
costs, increase forest department revenues, affirm private property rights, and address legitimacy 
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issues related to economic and political crises of central government” (Sunderlin, 2011, p. 24). As 
Agrawal and Ostrom (2008) point out, policies of decentralisation, for all their positive 
proclamations, remain “institutional choices about gaining relative political advantage” (Agrawal & 
Ostrom, 2008, p. 49). Indeed Sunderlin raises the criticism that, where forest cover has degraded 
and high value content of forests have been removed, there exists “diminished state interest in 
central government control of forest” (Sunderlin, 2011, p. 24). Additionally, increased access to 
international donor funds for the purpose of decentralisation reforms “can become the incentive to 
launch a decentralisation program” (Agrawal & Ostrom, 2008, p. 49). Yet, in the case of developing 
countries, the state’s growing recognition of local forest property rights offers some glimmers 
towards righting the wrongs of prior centralised policy failures. Local actors are increasingly given 
space for asserting further property rights claims, greater access to resources, and engagement in 
decision-making processes (Sunderlin, 2011; Agrawal & Ostrom, 2008). In regards to REDD 
(reducing emissions from deforestation and degradation) strategies, the ability for developed 
countries to offset their Green-House Gas (GHG) emissions, by remunerating developing states in 
exchange for the implementation of further policies of conservation at the behest of distant 
command structures is particularly unsettling (Maraseni et al, 2014). With the changing dynamics 
of marketing forest carbon in REDD schemes of mitigating climate change, forest-dependent people 
are in need of comprehending their role and rights therein. As this trend, towards devolution of 
state-centric power, has been a relatively recent phenomena the tangible benefits as well, as 
challenges, are as yet inconclusive. Decentralisation in the forest sector has thus become an arena of 
multitudinous stakeholders, each with varying agendas and long-term objectives. 
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Research Methodology 
 
 
Actor-oriented analysis 
 
 The research undertakes an actor-oriented analysis to the sociology of development, 
focusing on a methodology of interface analysis. The methodology utilised for this research, titled 
Actors, Interfaces and Development Intervention: Meanings, Purposes and Powers, is part of a 
collection of “cases from the point of view of being part of interventions” (Kontinen, T, 2004, p. 1). 
Norman Long tenders a notion of interface which seeks to disambiguate sites of discontinuity 
between “actors’ life worlds or domains where relationships become oriented to ways of bridging, 
accommodating, or contesting each others’ social and cognitive worlds” (Ibid, 2004, p. 2). This 
perspective has been proposed by researchers at Wageningen University, Netherlands, “for 
‘demystifying planned intervention’ in a variety of empirical contexts” (Ibid, 2004, p. 2). 
 Taking a point of departure in an ethnographic analysis of the “discursive and practical 
implications of Peruvian Land Reform” (Long, 2004, p. 14), Long sought to comprehend the 
agrarian reforms which, at the time, were amongst the most extensive in South America. 
Specifically, Long’s study explores “State activity as it affects, and is in turn affected by, the 
actions of its constituent populations” (Long, 2004, p. 24). This inclination retains considerable 
relevance for the purpose of the research undertaken herein, although I will be the first to 
acknowledge the comparative lack of depth. Through this research, it is hoped, an elementary 
understanding of community forestry policies, and its contestations and negotiations with the 
Chepang indigenous group, will be discerned.  
 Long describes a “battlefield of knowledge” (Long, 2004, p. 15) wherein local actors, 
development practitioners and researchers interact in a disputed domain as various “actors’ 
understandings, interests and values are pitched against each other” (Long, 2004, p. 15). This 
contest of supremacy over social meanings and practice occurs as developmental policies, termed as 
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interventions by Long, involves an assortment of social actors motivated by diverse “livelihood 
strategies, cultural interests and political trajectories” (Long, 2004, p. 15). Accustomed to State-
driven development policies that have diverged as often as the reshuffling of monarchies and 
governments in Nepal, this research is impelled by a critical approach to the policies of forest 
management. In its present permutation, the management of forests in Nepal are undertaken with a 
community-based approach which seek to involve the participation of local actors. The devolution 
of control is, in part, an admission that purely State-managed forestry dissuaded local users from 
preserving forested areas. These local actors are, in turn, galvanised by the prospect of greater 
access to resources and inclusion in decision-making processes. The experience of community 
forestry has been said to contribute positively towards “income generation, biodiversity, livelihood, 
and climate change and poverty alleviation” (Giri, A & Sharma, LP, 2016). Meanwhile a 
government survey reported that total forest cover has increased from 39.6 percent, between 1997-
1998, to 44.74 percent in 2016 (IANs, 2016). From the policy-implementers perspective, forest 
management, and in extension community forestry management, has been a successful venture 
towards “addressing environmental, socioeconomic and political problems” (Satoyama Initiative, 
2011). As Long discerns however, in assuming this understanding of the ‘battlefields of 
knowledge’, the researcher approaches “products of social action, such as policy documents…[as 
being] constructed socially and culturally” (Long, 2004, p. 15).  
 This explicates an epistemology that challenges the “ontological realism of positivist  
sciences” (Long, 2004, p. 15) through an appreciation of the “‘multiple social realities’” (Long, 
2004, p. 15). This is hence apparent when knowledge is understood as a byproduct of a “complex 
interplay of social, cognitive, cultural, institutional, and situational elements” (Long, 2004, p. 15). 
Any individuals’ knowledge is thus shaped through their “biographical and theoretical 
perspectives” (Long, 2004, p. 16). In attempting to identify the disconnect between the 
implementers and its’ beneficiaries, a detailed ethnographic approach is utilised to decipher how 
various actors experience everyday life and how “images, identities and social practices are shared, 
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contested, negotiated and sometimes rejected” (Long, 2004, p. 16). This methodology engages with 
the interrelations existing between predetermined actors, their practices and cultural beliefs, and the 
extent to which they are independent of, or dominated by, “wider ideological, institutional and 
power frames” (Long, 2004, p. 16). The idea of social interface, as employed by Norman Long, 
enables the researcher to determine how the disparity of “social interest, cultural interpretation, 
knowledge and power are mediated and perpetuated…at critical points of linkage or confrontation” 
(Long, 2004, p. 16).  
 According to Long (Long, 2004) processes of intervention, with a developmental impetus, 
are often seen as a “discrete set of activities that takes places within a defined time-space setting” 
(Long, 2004, p. 25), bringing together the “so-called ‘intervening’ parties and ‘target’ or ‘recipient’ 
groups” (Long, 2004, p. 25) to solve common problems and social ills. In this way intervention is 
perceived to be separate from the realm of an individual’s social life and the perpetuated contact 
amongst assorted actors and the officials and organisations who administer the programmes. As a 
result of this diagnostic and prescriptive discourse of interventions (Apthorpe cited in Kontinen, 
2004), development practitioners legitimise the idea that societal issues are best addressed when 
they are separated into such categories as agriculture, health, and poverty alleviation amongst 
others. Such an understanding of interventions, claims Long, distorts the field of development 
policies and perceives project cycles as taking place within a linear and logical order (Clay & 
Schaffer cited in Kontinen, 2004) which potentially entitles those actors who implement policies to 
“make superfluous the significance of memory and learning from the past” (Long, 2004, p. 27). 
Perceivably this makes the abrogation of prior policies and implementations suitable and presents 
future strategies as remedying the problems of today. However, as Palumbo and Nachmias (cited in 
Kontinen, 2004) critique, policy makers are indeed not interested in the best or most efficient 
solution, rather, they pursue actions that already retain assistance and which the coterie of policy-
making actors approve of. Long argues that this orthodox way of planned interventions must be 
broken, which is usefully accomplished by employing an interface analysis.  
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 Interfaces are seen to materialise at points where contrasting “lifeworlds or social fields 
intersect” (Long, 2004, p. 28) and which often transpire as conflicts when discordant standpoints 
converge. Social interface analysis aspires to shed light on the the points at which these social 
discrepancies occur and to ascertain the “organisational and cultural means of reproducing or 
transforming them” (Long, 2004, p. 28). In order to do so, social interface analysis functions as a 
“theoretical middle ground between so-called micro and macro theories of social change” (Long, 
2004, p. 28) and demonstrates how the intercourses between those “‘intervening’ parties and ‘local’ 
actors shape the outcome of particular intervention policies” (Long, 2004, p. 28). Interface analysis 
pays attention to the “linkages and networks that develop between individuals or parties” (Ibid, 
2004, p. 29), which, over a sustained period of interactions, establishes “boundaries and shared 
expectations” (Long, 2004, p. 29) resulting in the interface “becom[ing] an organised entity of 
interlocking relationships and intentionalities” (Long, 2004, p. 29). Interface analysis thus looks at 
how policy is changed by social actors as they negotiate diverse ways of thinking and doing. 
Disproportionate power relations and diverging priorities have a tendency of exacerbating discord, 
and oftentimes moderating actors vacillate between those they represent and those with whom they 
negotiate. However, as Long emphasises, it is crucial to remain neutral in the process of analysing 
the “sources and dynamics of contradiction and ambivalence in interface situations” (Long, 2004, p. 
29). Preconceived convictions must be repudiated until empirical evidence can corroborate such 
assumptions. Interface thus helps in discerning how individuals “come to define their own cultural 
or ideological positions vis-à-vis those espousing or typifying opposing views” (Long, 2004, p. 29). 
To a large extent this occurs frequently in discussions of policy-making in the agricultural sector 
where ‘experts’, representatives of NGO’s, and the users themselves have incompatible concerns 
and values. Thus it becomes paramount to deduce how these incongruous ideas are formulated. 
Norman Long elaborates thus: 
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 It becomes necessary, therefore, to identify the conditions under which 
particular definitions of reality and visions of the future are upheld, to analyse 
the interplay of cultural and ideological oppositions, and to map out the ways in 
which bridging or distancing actions and ideologies make it possible for certain 
types of interface to reproduce or transform themselves. (Long, 2004, p. 30) 
 
In locations of intervention, knowledge is thrust into a theatre of ‘expert’ versus ‘lay’ forms of 
proficiency, principles and behaviours. The interface approach views knowledge as emanating from 
“an encounter of horizons” (Long, 2004, p. 30), or, as Long further comments, “a product of 
interaction, dialogue, reflexivity, and contests of meaning, and involves aspects of control, authority 
and power” (Long, 2004, p. 30). Power is, likewise, not simply a given faculty but rather an upshot 
of “struggles and negotiations over authority, status, reputation and resources, and necessitates the 
enrolment of networks of actors and constituencies” (Long, 2004, p. 30). Mediating this power 
requires that   some “room for manoeuvre” (Long, 2004, p. 30) is conceded, or not, hence a struggle 
ensues over a capacity to exercise authority and action. In recognising that dominant discourses 
exist, interface analysis enables the researcher to decipher how some dominating discourses are 
“endorsed, transformed or challenged” (Long, 2004, p. 31), in particular the implications this may 
have in accompanying arenas of contestations.  
 Of the contemporary paradoxes of intervention, none are more so inconsistent than the 
discourse on participatory policy designs. In theory, this implies heeding the voices as told from 
below, giving space for self-determination, and amalgamating the local actors understandings with 
technical experts to come to decisions that empower the populace. As Long notes, however, “no 
matter how firm the commitment to good intentions, the notion of ‘powerful outsiders’ assisting 
‘powerless insiders’ is constantly smuggled in” (Long, 2004, p. 32). It can be hypothesised that this 
is no more different in the field of community forestry policies, where governments state that, in the 
devolution of power from the centre to the periphery, local actors are given a mechanism to affect 
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their own change. However, this ‘empowering’ act predominantly occurs within overarching 
guidelines set by the State that inhibit real, enfranchised decisions.  
 In seeking to understand community forestry policies, and its impact on the Chepang 
indigenous community, this research takes heed of the requisite design of an actor-oriented analysis. 
Long mentions the need for a “rigorous ethnographic stance” (Long, 2004, p. 32) in order to  
become fully cognisant of the contradictions inherent in intervention processes. Significantly, it 
requires that a problem must be predefined by actors, whether as defined by policy makers, 
intervening private or public agents or local actors. As such, this research was undertaken after 
discussions with NEFIN (Nepal Federation of Indigenous Nationalities) led to an understanding that 
the Chepang indigenous community, residing in the district of Chitwan, Nepal, were being 
marginalised by community forestry policies. In light of the deadlines this research had to fulfil, the 
researcher and NEFIN identified the Chepang communities of Shaktikhor as suitable for the 
purpose of the investigation. 
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Semistructured interviewing 
 
Taking Long’s insistence of the need for a research based on meticulous ethnography in 
order to come to a more holistic understanding of intervention, this research was motivated by a 
qualitative mode of data collection. This follows the design as suggested within an actor-oriented 
analysis by Norman Long (Kontinen, T, 2004). As mentioned previously, after pinpointing the 
Chepang community as the focus of the research this researcher had to restrain the research area to 
one that would permit the endeavour of a field research within the allotted time. Shaktikhor VDC 
(Village Development Committee) is situated in the Narayani Zone of Chitwan District in the Terai 
region of Nepal. The relative ease of access to Shaktikhor, by road, met the objective of conducting 
interviews with household members of a variety of CFUGs (community forest user groups). After 
conducting a review of the literature on the Chepang as well as community forestry in Nepal, it was 
understood that the research would be making enquiries on a sensitive topic. Therefore, the 
interviews would need to be informal and open-ended, in order to allow the individual the time and 
space to answer in a manner deemed appropriate by the interviewee. In addition to the literature 
review, discussions with the research supervisor and informal talks with various individuals with 
research experience, led me to understand the potential uniqueness of each group. Thus, the 
interviews were organised along the lines of a semistructured interview method. Rather than 
assembling questions in a structured, sequential order, as occurs in structured interviewing, the 
semistructured format follows a “flexible and fluid structure” (Mason, J, 2004, p. 3). Crucially, the 
reflexivity is of utmost importance in consideration of the manner in which the questions were put 
through a translator, losing some of the original context before it was posed to the interviewees. 
According to the SAGE Encyclopaedia of Social Science Research Methods, in this way interview 
questions, while prepared beforehand, is “organised around an aide memoire or interview guide” 
(Ibid, 2004, p. 3) and catalogued according to topics or themes. In this case, the themes of 
livelihood, customary management of forest and farmland, community forestry decision making, 
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and post-intervention typologies were outlined amongst others. This reflexivity allowed the 
researcher to probe certain themes in depth depending on the atmosphere, and scope of knowledge, 
experienced throughout the particular interviews. Moreover, it allowed the translator to understand 
the crux of the questions this researcher posed, and to repackage it in a context-specific form to the 
interviewee.   
 Semistructured interviews is often associated with social science traditions such as 
interpretivism, constructionism, feminism, and oral or life history. It follows an ontological position 
which is fascinated by “people’s knowledge, interpretations, experiences, and interactions” (Mason, 
J, p. 3). In tune with an actor-oriented approach a researcher is inclined to seek to understand the 
“everyday lifeworlds of the variety of actors represented in order to learn how each attempts to deal 
with the complexities of implementer/client relationships” (Long, p. 33). Thus followed an attempt 
to understand how individuals of the Chepang community, from a variety of households and 
CFUGs, experience and manoeuvre between their own knowledge and perspectives, and the 
policies implemented through community forestry. As Long espouses, “we must develop types of 
reflexive ethnography that explore the relationship between actors’ practical-everyday and 
researchers’ theoretical understandings of problematic situations” (Long, 2004, p.34). Steinar Kvale 
(cited in Mason, J, 2004) describes qualitative research interviews as a ‘construction site of 
knowledge’, wherein the interviewer, as well as the interviewee, are actively engaged in a process 
of constructing new ways of understanding and knowledge. The data collated through the 
interaction is thus not of central concern, but rather the interaction in itself is of an analytical 
interest. In being aware of the two-way transfer of knowledge, the interviewer must follow a 
research ethic of minimising, or equalising, the power relations between the interviewer and 
interviewee. The interviews follow an ethnographic interview type, as the interview data forms part 
of a wider parcel of the field research and is inquisitive of the interviewees’ “own interpretations 
and understandings” (Mason, J, 2004, p. 5). In the case of this research, the interviews collected are 
analysed side-by-side with policy documents and related secondary data. The question themes 
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pertain mostly with enquiries into their livelihood strategies, while some explicitly relate with 
interventions at the scale of community forestry policies. These questions thus open a window to 
their perceptions as to how their livelihoods are organised, and how they perceive intervening 
processes to affect them. These are then juxtaposed with forestry-related policies as well as 
previously conducted academic research on the Chepang, in order to discern how their feedback are 
seen to share, contest, negotiate or reject the interrelations with wider ideological and institutional 
frameworks. 
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Concepts 
 
Livelihood 
 
A livelihood is thought of, in simplified terms, as “capabilities, assets, and activities required for a 
means of living” (Owusu, 2009, p. 219). Today’s studies of livelihoods concentrate on how 
individuals and groups are adapting and redefining their ways of living, tailored according to 
changes brought about by choice, and by being compelled to do so. Livelihood studies are, in this 
way, attentive to the interrelations between individuals and macro-level processes, creating an 
opening into interpreting the global-local nexus, and comprehending the concomitant influences on 
the strategies of local actors. In this research, the global-local nexus is viewed ‘from below’, 
penetrating the lifeworlds of the individual Chepangs in order to recognise the influx of 
development programmes on customary practices. In conducting research of the Chepang’s 
livelihoods, it is essential to understand the diverse sources of sustenance, or livelihood 
diversification. Livelihood, in this way, is about income, but also looks at property rights and how 
they enable or confine an individuals standard of living (Owusu, 2009). Livelihood diversification 
is an active motivation for “risk reduction; overcoming income instability caused by seasonality; 
improving food security; taking advantage of opportunities provided by nearby or more distant 
labour markets; generating cash in order to meet family objectives such as the education of children 
and, sometimes, the sheer necessity of survival following personal misfortune or natural and human 
disasters” (Owusu, 2009, p. 222). While acknowledging that livelihood studies are critical of taking 
a household to represent all occupants, through this research it is found that the livelihood strategies 
are conducted by entire households, and thus is a worthy unit of measurement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Intervention 
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In the social sciences, and suited for this project, interventions are considered in terms of macro-
level policies in environment discourses. Taking a point of departure in an anthropologically-driven 
study of community forestry policies, this research seeks to understand how interventions are 
established, and from this, “generate hypotheses and ideas about the character of service and 
delivery from the points of view of service recipients or other stakeholders in the process” (Boruch, 
2007, p. 2). While normally studies of interventions use randomised controlled trials, the method 
employed herein by Norman Long advances the notion that interventions should be portrayed as a 
“cartography of cultural difference, power, and authority” (Long, 2004, p. 33). In this way, the local 
actors are researched through qualitative data collections, such as interviews, which then help 
discern the manner in which the interface encounters shape the livelihoods of the Chepang. Thus we 
can entertain the adaptations that the Chepangs are undertaking, in order to “explain the 
significance of certain types of strategic agency and knowledge/power constructions” (Long, 2004, 
p. 34).  
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Research Area 
This research occurred over three days of field research, including 
transcribing, between the 4th - 7th May 2016. The research took place in Shaktikhor Village 
Development Committee (VDC), which is situated in the Chitwan district of southern Nepal. 
Shaktikhor, located at the coordinates 27° 43′ 48″ N, 84° 35′ 24″ E, is officially identified with the 
VDC identification number 638. Situated at an altitude of 1573 feet, or 479 meters, Shaktikhor lies 
in close proximity with the Kayarkhola Watershed and sits at the foothills of the Mahabarat Hills. In 
terms of community forestry classification, Shaktikhor VDC is part of the Terai region. 
 According to the latest online-accessible population census data (National Population and 
Housing Census, 2011) Shaktikhor consists of a total population of 9,418 inhabitants, comprising of 
1,909 households. Of this total, the Chepang/ Praja community are the majority, with 3467 
residents, and on which the research attempts to understand approaches to livelihood and 
perceptions of community forest policies. This research acknowledges, at the outset, that the limited 
Image courtesy of ikimap.com 
Shaktikhor administrative VDC d 
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data collected is not representative of the whole. Instead, the sample size is constitutive of a 
heterogenous group of CFUGs, purposively selected for the varied institutional setup in place.  
 The research undertook a qualitative semi-structured interview of four households across 
four different community forest user group divisions. All households were relatively easily accessed 
by road, which suited the time constraints of the research project. The interviewees were sought out 
for the potential to document distinct perspectives on livelihood strategies and community forest 
policy interventions. Three of the respondents are male, while one is female. All are above 40 years 
of age, justified for the suitability to respond to questions that require a historical understanding of 
the Chepang culture and life prior to forest management interventions.  
Name CFUG Number of Users Total hectares 
Baburam Chepang Jarana  100 81 
Ramji Maya Chepang Jana Pragati  280 154 
Dal Bahadur Chepang Mangladevi 115 70.74 
Uttam “Praja” Chepang Dhara Paani 123 No answer 
The following table classifies the respondents by the interviewee’s name, Community Forestry User 
Group title, number of users and total hectares within the CFUG. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Image courtesy of mapcarta.com 
  22 of 46 
 
 
 
Community Forestry in Nepal 
 
 
“WE WANT TO GIFT THIS SUCCESSFUL MODEL TO THE REST OF SOUTH ASIA. OTHER MEMBER 
STATES HAVE TAKEN IT POSITIVELY,”  
- Mani Sharma Bhattarai, Joint Secretary at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Nepal 
 
 Mr. Bhattarai, speaking at the 52nd Programming Committee meeting of the South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), outlined Nepal’s plans to export its community 
forestry management programme to other SAARC member states. Widely proclaimed as a 
successful venture, the Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation (MFSC) lists its benefits as 
having: “restored degraded forest land, resumed greenery, increased Bio-diversity, increased supply 
of forest products, empowered women, poor and the disadvantaged group, promoted income 
generation and community development activities, and improved Livelihood” (Department of 
Forests, n.d.). The initiative is designed to devolve management of forest areas to “Forest User 
Groups for management and utilisation of forest resources” (Ibid, n.d.) adopting similar 
conservation strategy traits of community based natural resource management (CBNRM). As the 
Nepal government representatives indicated, in their proposal to the SAARC committee, 
community forestry has been heralded in unequivocally positive terms. Or, as Christopher 
Tarnowski writes in his meticulous research on forest management in Nepal, community forestry is 
“lauded as ‘Nepal’s most successful development program’” (Tarnowski, C, 2002, p. 5). Indeed, 
annual rates of deforestation in the mid hills decreased from 1.7 percent of forest area per year in 
the period covering 1978 to 1994 to 0.5 percent in 2004 (Devkota cited in Yadav et al 2015); 
likewise, the Terai region witnessed a remarkable decrease in deforestation from 8000 hectares per 
year to 800 hectares in the corresponding period (Ibid, 2015). At the time of writing, according to 
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the latest government-mandated survey on the state of forestry in Nepal, 40.36 percent of the total 
area of the country is occupied within forests employment, with a further 4.38 percent of ‘other 
wooded lands’ accounting for a joint total 44.74 percent (Department of Forest Research and 
Survey, 2015). The expansiveness of forest cover requires a large investment in manpower, hence 
one of the primary grounds for the handing over of forest management to local communities from 
the central State. The Department of Forests (DOF) estimates that 1.45 million households, or 35 
percent of Nepal’s total population, are engaged in the management of community forests 
(Department of Forests, n.d.). Community forestry, designated a priority program, attains a 
significant proportion of the MFSC funding amounting to 35 percent, from which 60 percent is 
donor-funded (Department of Forests, n.d.). Clearly, Nepal is heavily invested in expanding the role 
that community forestry has had in ensuring that conservation is effectively managed and is eager to 
manifest an positive public perception. However, as we shall delve into, there are detrimental 
impacts as well, from which dissentient voices are increasingly clamouring to be heard. 
 The administration of forests are a particularly sensitive topic for rural locals, biodiversity 
conservationists and the central Government of Nepal. For rural people, whose subsistence farming 
is often insufficient on its own, a high dependency on forest based products to cope with food 
security demands and livelihood strategies results in apprehension to foreign dictates (Acharya, K, 
2005). In turn, biodiversity conservationists, both local and international, have a special interest in 
maintaining the diversity of trees and protecting the endangered animals and ecosystems that thrive 
in the variegated landscapes of Nepal (Dhakal, B, 2014). Meanwhile State authorities have an 
interest in harmonising this disjunct between local actors and conservationists and maintaining the 
power balance whilst retaining an administrative authority (Ojha, H.R, 2014). The multifaceted 
nature and inherent interests of a variety of stakeholders in the decision-making processes of forest 
management results in a contested arena. Differences within global conservation discourses, elite 
capture and the professionalisation of knowledge and expertise within communities, and an overly 
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centralised Government further complicate the already ‘muddied waters’ of equitable forest 
management (Hutton et al, 2011; Nightingale, 2005; Aryal & Kerkhoff, 2008).  
 The history of forestry tenure in Nepal has been closely aligned with the changing narratives 
in the political scene, and as such, should be seen as a microcosm of the triumphs and struggles 
faced by local communities. A popularised slogan from the 20th century, Hariyo ban Nepalkodhan, 
which roughly translates as “green forest is the wealth of Nepal” (Bhattarai et al, 2013), paints an 
emblematic portrayal of forestry. Up until the by-now fashionable understanding of community 
forestry, for the people, forests were privatised and considered only in terms of their marketability 
and exploitative usages for the State. Under the Rana regime, for example, forests were chopped 
and sold to the British administering the Indian subcontinent. The present-day management of 
forests have generally been recognised as a success in the context of environmental conservation, in 
which the efficient decentralisation from State-to-community forestry (CF) has been seen as 
indispensable towards this realisation. Community forestry in Nepal has followed the logic of 
common, or collective, resource management policies through which enhanced participation of 
local actors in decision making processes empowers individuals and communities. The dominant 
narrative of CBNRM can be seen to have begun its transition after the promulgation of the 1978 
Panchayat Rules which, alongside the 1976 National Forestry Plan, formalised the provision of 
power to the District Forest Officers for further transferral to the local Panchayats1 (Hobley, M, 
1996; Pokharel & Nurse, 2004; Tarnowski, C, 2002). Without delving much further into the 
historical impetus most often associated with the transition to community forestry, the following 
passage will nonetheless allude to some of the important developments which influenced policy 
changes.  
 The 1970s and 1980s saw a radical transformation in development assistance to Nepal, 
coinciding with the ‘eco-doom’ period which identified the linkages between drastic deforestation 
                                                
1 Panchayats are defined as the lowest unit of the local government administration 
2 Gittha (Dioscorea bulbifera) is commonly known as the air potato, byakur (Dioscorea pentaphylla) is commonly 
known as the fiveleaf yam, and tarul (Dioscorea alata) is commonly known as purple yam 
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in Nepal and fierce flooding in Bangladesh and abutting areas. Spurred by Ives & Messerli’s Theory 
of Himalayan Environmental Degradation (cited in Tarnowski, C 2002), which theorised the link 
between growing peasant populations and deforestation, widespread environmental concern focused 
upon Nepal. Hobley (1996) cites the 1978 World Bank publication of the Forestry: Sector Policy 
Paper, which inculpated peasants for the desolation of rural Nepal, as having such significance that 
the postulations “still remain unchallenged and continue to inform policy and practice” (Hobley, 
1996, p. 77). The 1978 World Bank publication heralded a shift from industrial forestry, 
characterised by extractive aims, towards conservation of the environment (Tarnowski, C 2002). 
These two publications led to a frenzy of financial aid for conservation schemes, leading to what 
Fujikura expressed as transforming Nepal into a “development laboratory” (cited in Tarnowski, C 
2002, p. 128). Enabled by the Nepali administration’s acquiescence to the inpouring of development 
assistance, international NGOs and governments began experimenting with a variety of community-
oriented forestry projects (Hobley, M, 1996). These processes have by and large signalled the shift 
in approach that characterises the present forestry sector as a “product of an expansion of the 
development apparatus into new areas” (Tarnowski, C, 2002, p. 132). That understanding, driven by 
a Food And Agriculture (FAO) focus on “forestry for community development” (cited in 
Tarnowski, C, 2002, p. 132) paved the way for the implementation of the Master Plan for the 
Forestry Sector (MPFS) in 1989 (Hobley, M, 1996). The change in direction institutionalised the 
active participation of the users and increased forestry sector budget allocation into community 
forestry to 47% (Hobley, M, 1996).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  26 of 46 
 
 
Policy Overview  
 
 The MPFS, with support from USAID and the World Bank, charted the need to meet the 
basic forest-based subsistence requirements of local communities through community forestry 
(Tarnowski, C, 2002). The following texts are summaries describing key characteristics of 
community forestry, which the researcher has selected for its simplicity and accessibility for further 
reading. Mary Hobley (1996, p. 79) summarises the key principles to achieve the stipulated needs of 
MPFS as being: 
 
• phased handing over of all accessible hill forests to the local communities, to the extent that they 
are willing and able to manage them 
• entrusting the users with the task of protecting and managing the forests and receiving all the 
income  
• emphasis on an extension approach aimed at gaining the confidence of the woodcutters and 
others, particularly women, who actually make the daily management decisions 
• retraining the entire staff of the Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation for their new role as 
advisers and extensionists.  
Shortly thereafter, the Forest Act of 1993 formally legislated the concept of community forests and 
local user groups (Tarnowski, C, 2002). These policies gave the local actors full usage rights of the 
forest, short of ownership of the land which was retained by the central government (Hobley, M, 
1996). Contemporary conceptualisations of community forestry prioritise the following key 
features, as Tiwari and Acharya (cited in Acharya, K, 2005): 
• all accessible forests can be handed over to users without any area, geographical, and time limit 
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• land ownership remains with the state but land use rights belong to the CFUGs 
• all management decisions (land management, forest management, and resource distribution) are 
taken by the CFUGs 
• each member of the CFUG has equal rights over the resources 
• outsiders are excluded from access and rights of use are mutually recognised 
• the state provides technical assistance and advice 
These essential elements are justified for the purpose of meeting the basic subsistence necessities of 
local rural people while alleviating environmental degradation by transferring user rights, and 
benefits accrued from forest resources, to local users (Bhattarai et al, 2013). Local actors, to whom 
the user rights, accrued benefits and responsibility of equitable distribution & stewardship are given 
charge over, are termed as Community Forest User Groups (CFUGs).  In order to ensure the 
engaged participation of local users, the institutionalisation of CFUGs permits a legal and 
organisational framework within which to clarify their rights and responsibilities towards the state. 
Christopher Tarnowski (2002, p. 142) provides a neat review of what a CFUG entity is identified as 
constituting: 
•  The Forest User Group is a legal entity and autonomous body  
• It protects and manages the forest and can sell forest products without tax liability. The 
government does not take any share from the FUG's earnings 
• It makes its own annual plan to manage forest and can amend it to address administrative 
problems  
• It can acquire, use, sell and transfer movable and immovable properties.  
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• It decides how to punish an member who violates the working plan  
• It has a fund of its own, can get grants from the government and other sources. However, it is 
mandatory for the FUGs to spend at lest 25 percent of the funds on forestry development. The rest 
can be spent on other community activities.
 
 Once a CFUG has been identified, user members collectively negotiate the “identification of 
users and recognition of mutual rights of use, preparation of a constitution describing the conditions 
for collective action, and formulation of operational rules describing the conditions for resource 
management” (Acharya 1997, cited in Acharya, K, 2005, p. 270). The collective then elects a 
Community Forest User Group Committee (CFUGC) which is tasked with administering and 
adjudicating CFUG commitments. Only after an Operational Plan (OP), constitution and CFUG are 
assembled, will a formal hand-over occur (Acharya, K, 2005). On the face of it, the formalisation of 
a CFUG entity provides local communities concessions that facilitates notions of self determination. 
The establishment of community forests and user groups have, however, been critiqued as simply a 
means of relocating accountability to local actors, as Tarnowski (2002) discerns, “encouraging 
‘people’s participation’ was very much about a transfer of the responsibility from the government 
onto the shoulders of local community user groups” (Tarnowski, C, 2002, p. 141). However, 
community forestry policies have been supported and contested in equal measure. As Krishna 
Acharya (2005) observes, in his study of various institutional types of community forestry, local 
users have positively experienced enhanced entitlements of ownership and stewardship over 
resource access and rights. Shrestha (cited in Tarnowski, C, 2002) is, meanwhile, optimistically 
confident that community forestry encourages the facilitation of democratic notions and mitigating 
poverty, describing it as a “school to practice democracy, gender balance, equity, social justice, 
respect for diversity, good governance, as well as sustainable resource management” (Tarnowski, C, 
2002, p. 146). Indeed, positive experiences have been noted as well by the interview respondents as 
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part of this research, however negotiated their feedback may be judged to be. These will be 
analysed later in the report.   
 In recent times, community forest management, for global conservation purposes, has been 
seen to disproportionately “disestablish existing systems and make social and environmental 
problems worse” (Dhakal, B, 2014, p. 1). By the same token, some community forestry user groups 
have experienced that a domination of knowledge by traditional ‘elites’ “both reinforce and redefine 
power relations based on caste” (Nightingale, A 2005, p. 594). For the traditionally marginalised 
segments of Nepali society, this realignment of societal divisions have the potential to further 
entrench superiority and dissemble grievances, particularly when the dominant narrative of 
community forestry proclaims equitableness. Furthermore, community forestry policies have the 
explicit objective of conserving forests, even if at the expense of local arrangements. Traditional 
and customary methods of natural resources administration were, prior to centralised rule, based on 
collective needs and understandings, with adaptability a cornerstone of the motive. Communal and 
indigenous knowledge of natural resources emanated from a multi-purpose management system 
which complemented the contributions derived from smallholder livelihoods with forest-based 
products. This multi-purpose utilisation of natural resources enhanced the diversification of tree 
species and has been claimed to encourage the introduction of new ecosystems (Dhakal, B, 2014). 
Furthermore, time-honoured indigenous knowledge of natural resources have been recognised as 
mitigating “problems of resource scarcity, health nuisance and natural disaster” (Dhakal, B, 2014, p. 
60). Bhubaneshwor Dhakal (2014) further problematises how community forest type-interventions, 
presently through the arrangement of Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD), are impeding on local, customary forestry practices and usages as well as 
limiting livestock holdings and preventing transhumance. Without proper awareness campaigns and 
providing inexpensive alternatives, this further aggravates poor and disadvantaged households by 
impelling them to procure costly farming machines. Of particular concern for this research is how 
policies of forest management, with the objective of conservation, condition indigenous 
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communities like the Chepang. Dhakal (2014) mentions how indigenous communities are further 
handicapped by interventions that prevent customary practices who “traditionally depended more 
on multipurpose forest resources and held smaller sized productive land than other ethnic groups” 
(Dhakal, B, 2014, p. 65). As this paper will further argue the interventions, for forest conservation, 
are partially culpable for redefining identity and depriving the continuation of a cultural heritage. 
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The Chepang 
 
The Chepang are believed to be the first settlers of the Mahabharata Range (read: Lesser 
Himalayan Range) (Rai, 2009) and are genealogically of Tibeto-Burman descent. The indigenous 
group number 52,237, accounting for 1.6 percent of Nepal’s total population, and reside in the 
Dhading, Chitwan, Makwanpur and Gorkha districts (Ibid). Unconventionally, in consideration of 
the traditionally patriarchal Hindu society, the Chepang are known for a high level of egalitarianism 
between men and women, with females having a high degree of decision-making in regards to 
children’s education (Subba et al, 2014). Meanwhile entire households are involved in foraging, 
which these days are restricted to collecting non-timber forest products (NTFP) that are 
unsanctioned by forest management policies, such as yams (Baburam Chepang, 2016, pers. comm., 
5 May). 
 The Chepang, as a traditionally semi-nomadic people, are one of the lesser researched 
communities of Nepal. Originally abiding by a nomadic way of life, their traditions have changed 
from that of hunter-gatherers to shifting cultivation and, most recently, sedentary farming (Piya et 
al, 2013). This change in livelihood strategy, imposed upon them by a policy of a nationwide ban 
on hunting, have seen drastic alterations imposed upon their livelihoods (Riboli, 2000). Having only 
recently adopted a more sedentary lifestyle, relative to other indigenous and migrant ethnicities, the 
Chepangs have had to cope with uncultivable lands, assigned to them, on which to farm (Rai, 2009; 
Riboli, 2000). This has resulted in a community which can only manage alimentary self-sufficiency 
for six months a year at best (Piya et al, 2013), which Subba et al have commented as “seasonal 
variations of poverty” (Subba et al, 2014, p. 29). The historical magnitude of their hardship is 
evident in the fact that the Chepang have given the phrase - dāwan - in reference to those times of 
extreme food insufficiency when a Chepang family may eat only once a week (Riboli, 2000). As 
such, much of their daily subsistence needs are supplemented by foraging for edible plants, yams, 
fruits, and other collectible foodstuffs (Subba et al, 2014). To further supplement their sustenance 
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during periods of food scarcity, the Chepang are also known to hunt wild animals and birds (Rai, 
2009). 
 The Chepangs are widely considered amongst the most marginalised peoples of Nepal (Rai, 
2009; Subba et al, 2014; Piya et al, 2013). According to a study on the socio-economic status of 
indigenous people, roughly 40% of the ethnic group live below the poverty line with a literacy rate 
of 52 percent (Subba et al, 2014). The fact that 80% of Chepangs eligible for Citizen Certificates 
are denied the right, while “almost half of [Chepang] are deprived from receiving land registration 
certificate” (Rai, 2009, p. 2) is indicative of the high level of societal exclusion that the community 
faces even today. Indigenous groups, like the Chepang, are often placed in such precarious levels of 
poverty as a result of being “historically deprived of resources” (Subba et al, 2014, p. 29). This 
deprivation of access to traditional resources, combined with a lack of education, have further 
impediments. Due to being assigned unproductive land, the Chepang are forced to accrue debts with 
Brahmins and Chettris and other upper caste peoples (Riboli, 2000). Due to their impoverished 
condition, the Chepang must then settle the outstanding payments through manual labor, working 
the farms of the debt-holders. As such, they must either assign the women and children of the 
family to tend to their own land or else abandon it completely, resulting in “even poorer harvest the 
following year” (Riboli, 2000, p. 12). This year in, year out impoverishment of the Chepang and 
their land, with regards to government-mandated forest management policies, forms the backbone 
of this research.  
 This exclusion comes in-spite of the acknowledged dependence on forest-based products 
which the Chepang have traditionally subsisted by. Subba et al posit this forest dependency as a 
“tribal economy” (Subba et al, 2014, p. 67), where dependency transcends alimentary subsistence 
towards providing also for cooking fuel, housing material and household tools. Of further 
significance, “the forest is also the site of important spiritual pursuits and cultural vitality” (Subba 
et al, 2014, p. 67) as well as providing a “basis of life, community and identity in their long-
inherited traditions” (Ibid, 2014, p. 72). The Chepang traditionally entomb their dead, using the 
  33 of 46 
 
locally available Sal tree’s bark for the casket, and burying them in their ancestral lands (Aryal & 
Kerkhoff, 2008). Meanwhile, ceremonial worship revolves extensively around the land and hunting; 
Bhumi Puja, is a reveration of the land, while the Namrung Puja dedicates reverance for Namrung, 
the god of hunting. While community forestry policies permit the collection of natural resources 
within CFUG territories, the emphases on environmental conservation and biodiversity preservation 
prohibits the users from hunting. For the Chepang, who have a “extremely low participation in 
animal husbandry” (Ibid, 2014, p. 80), this forest-dependency results in an extremely vulnerable 
subsistence economy. Further complicating matters, the Chepang’s traditional means of agriculture, 
the slash-and-burn method, or jodi buti, has been prohibited within community forest territories by 
authorities, who hold the Chepang accountable for deforestation (Riboli, 2000). Largely presiding 
over already marginal lands, the Chepang are further sanctioned by conservation policies that 
prohibit further cultivation of marginal, khoriya, lands (Ramji Maya, 2016, pers. comm., 5 May).  
 In being marginalised, by the lowly denominated status within the caste system, and 
excluded, by forest conservation policies, the Chepang are thus increasingly found on the fringes of 
society (Aryal & Kerkhoff, 2008; Rai, 2009; Magar, 2008). A lack of access to education and 
citizenship registration further aggravates the Chepang’s social mobility prospects; with only 
48.68% of Chepangs over the ages of 15 years (Subba et al, 2014), and 85% without citizenship 
certificates (Aryal & Kerkhoff, 2008) the reverberations are set to perpetuate for the next generation 
of Chepang. Recent political turbulence, brought about by the Maoist movement and the 
abolishment of the monarchy, have transpired in advocacy campaigns for identity rights and equal 
access to facilities. Thus the Chepang, and other indigenous communities, are becoming 
increasingly aware of their precarious situation, and need to better understand how policies are 
formulated and eventually implemented upon them. The abolishment of the monarchy also brought 
about the formal end of the Hindu state, and proselytism is now permitted, bringing an increasing 
number of missionaries (Riboli, 2000). The Chepangs, who have traditionally been ostracised under 
a Hindu-ordained system of hierarchy, are increasingly converting to Christianity (Kunwar, 2016). 
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Consequentially, the Chepang identity and culture are being placed under increasing pressure to 
change, and much is being forgotten in the interim.  
 
“The Three Chas” 
 
The Chepang have been commonly associated with the three chas, or three C’s: Chepang, Chiuri, 
Chamera. Chiuri, or Nepali Butter Tree, is a native species to the Mahabarat Hills in which the 
Chepang have inhabited since antiquity. Their knowledge of the tree, and utilisation of the fruits to 
extract ghee, pulp, and juice, extends to honey cultivation and, more famously, the hunting of 
Chamera, or bats (Kunwar, 2016). At one time, the Chepang were so well renowned for their 
hunting of bats that the staple diet became a treat which attracted non-Chepangs for the sole purpose 
of purchasing the delicacy (Dal Bahadur Chepang, 2016, pers. comm., May 5). Another of the 
interview respondents described the relationship as a “circle, a three-way relationship” (Uttam Praja 
Chepang, 2016, pers. comm., May 5), wherein the Chepang would use the Chiuri fruits, both for 
consumption, but also to attract and hunt bats, which in turn help disseminate the seeds of the 
Chiuri fruits elsewhere. However, drastic deforestation drove the Chiuri tree to largely disappear, 
with the concomitant affect that the bat population was decimated, in part because the dissipation of 
the Chiuri fruit resulted in ever more dependence on the Chamera (Uttam Praja Chepang, 2016, 
pers. comm., May 5). It is in this context that all four interviewees were appreciative of the fact that 
the community forestry policies are guided by conservation targets (Uttam Praja Chepang, 2016, 
pers. comm., May 5; Baburam Chepang, 2016, pers. comm., May 5; Dal Bahadur Chepang, 2016, 
pers. comm., May 5; Ramji Maya Chepang, 2016, pers. comm., May 5). 
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Actor Oriented Analysis 
 
Local & National Actors 
 
 Local actors form the foundation of successful decentralisation, yet are incapacitated to 
pressurise central governments on their own. Even if local actors are disinterested in the 
overarching objectives of protection of forests, the promise of greater access to resources and 
decision-making power is an allure that helps ensure that conservation measures are respected. 
Upon gaining entry to such opportunities, further advantages “to enhance their capabilities 
and…push for programs” (Agrawal & Ostrom, 2008, p. 50) are nearer to realisation. Agrawal and 
Ostrom (2008, p. 50) refer to the “complex mosaic of interests and capabilities” requiring the 
commitment of various actors: while central governments are in a position to push for 
decentralisation initiatives, they cannot guarantee or enforce the participation of local actors; and 
while international funding towards policies of decentralisation may encourage central governments 
to pursue such implementations they lack the ability to monitor the actualised devolutions 
occurring. The involvement of local actors, thus becomes critical for meaningful decentralisation 
(Agrawal & Ostrom, 2008; Sunderlin, 2011). Meanwhile Sunderlin (2011) contend that successful 
devolution is contingent on the “degree of collective action by forest peoples to realise their own 
goals and on policies addressing structural inequities” (Sunderlin, 2011, p. 28). Agrawal and 
Ostrom (2008) denote three arenas wherein local actors obtain power of control and decision-
making as being use, management, and ownership. Decentralisation policies can thus “relax central 
control in each of these three spheres of activities” (Agrawal & Ostrom, 2008, p. 52).  
 Ultimately, however, local actors should not be seen as one homogenous entity as 
dominations of knowledge and power are disproportionately shared within. Within territories, local 
actors who possess proficient knowledge oftentimes use that to leverage better entitlements over 
those without. Indeed Joan Martinez-Alier, through his conceptualisation of the Environmentalism 
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of the Poor, calls for attention to the environmental injustices which afflict more harm on the poor 
and indigenous communities involved in resource extraction conflicts (Martinez-Alier, 2013). 
Meanwhile traditional social division hierarchies within community user groups can sometimes 
exacerbate inequalities when decentralisation policies are not tailored to address them specifically. 
Agrawal & Ostrom (2008), mention the repeated failure of decentralisation designs to confront elite 
capture as “a result of the unwillingness of central government actors to confront local power 
structures through the reforms they are introducing” (Agrawal & Ostrom, 2008, p. 62). Policies 
aimed at conservation, too, are often seen to take greater prominence than the local stakeholders 
themselves. Hutton et al (2005) refer to widespread natural resource-based conflicts in developing 
nations, between rural users and biodiversity conservationists, resulting in the “forcible uprooting of 
resident and mobile populations, often coerced violently to relocate somewhere else” (Hutton et al, 
2008, p. 353). Brockington & Igoe (2006), in a global overview of eviction for conservation, 
distinguish between two types of displacement as being, a) forcible expulsion from their traditional 
homestead and b) economic displacement, referring to “the exclusion of people from particular 
areas in their pursuit of a livelihood” (Brockington & Igoe, 2006, p. 425). Economic displacement, 
they argue, does not necessarily necessitate violent coercion from their homes, yet the regulations 
implemented within conservation policies “displaces that activity elsewhere” (Brockington & Igoe, 
2006, p. 425). Especially for indigenous communities and those highly dependent on forest 
resources, prohibiting traditional livelihood strategies, for the sake of conservation, compounds 
upon their economic vulnerability with potential for further marginalisation. 
 Nevertheless, and ruination of traditional livelihoods notwithstanding, the proliferation of 
study of commons on forestry has indicated a growing appreciation towards the realisation of 
governance types. With regards to forest-based commons, the emphasis is on an understanding of 
decentralisation initiatives on resource-related outcomes. The vast corpus of research on forests has 
arisen out of a concern for the impending, and actual, effects of climate change and on its 
interlinkages with livelihoods of forest-dependent peoples. Given the importance of conservation 
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and livelihoods for multiple stakeholders, the governance of forests often leads to incongruous 
trade-offs that are in constant renegotiation. The varying interpretations of success, for the 
stakeholders at play, further distorts the field of study. Dietz et al (cited in Agrawal, 2007) make 
explicit the importance of rule adaptability towards favourable outcomes of commons governance. 
Thorkil Casse (2012) collated various studies and listed, amongst others, factors of success: 
accountability, degree of power devolution, degree of local collective action, tenure security, 
economic benefits, and distribution. Ultimately, these various factors that constitute a favourable 
outcome are manifold, and, crucially, driven by the interests of diverse actors each with an interest 
that often vies over an idea of legitimacy over others. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  38 of 46 
 
Actor Analysis 
 
Having witnessed their areas become further degraded over the past generations, and 
deprived of the forest resources they are dependent on for multiple purposes of livelihood 
sustainability, the safeguarding mechanisms implemented within community forestry policies have 
allowed for the afforestation of the ancestral lands. One interviewee, Dal Bahadur Chepang (2016, 
pers. comm., May 5) even spoke of the multiplying number of bats, and the possibility of being able 
to hunt them again. However, this contravenes forest conservation policies, and will unlikely be 
experienced again within lawful grounds. Dal Bahadur Chepang (2016, pers. comm., May 5) also 
noted that the Chepang of the lower reaches of Shaktikhor had adopted a sedentary lifestyle over the 
past five to six generations; one of the translators supporting the research, a teacher at a Chepang 
school in a more remote area, told of how these Chepang are very different than the ‘real’ Chepang. 
Indeed, all of the interview participants had completely forsaken the Namrung Puja, which for their 
generation had been completely renounced as hunting is prohibited. Some had even forgotten about 
it altogether; Uttam Praja Chepang, the younger participant, was completely unaware of the 
ceremony until someone else reminded him of the ritual. Dal Bahadur Chepang, meanwhile, spoke 
almost with pride at the fact that the younger generation are disinterested in the Chepang’s 
customary foods like gittha, bhyakur, and tarul2, while the older generation continue to conform to 
tradition. Thus, indigenous knowledge of the naturally available sources of sustenance are already 
being shunned in favour of commercially available foods. Forage-able foods, like gittha, bhyakur, 
takur have formed the staple diet of Chepangs during acute food scarce periods and are especially 
abundant in the Shaktikhor regions (Piya et al, 2011a). Several studies (cited in Piya et al, 2011b) 
have substantiated that gittha and bhyakur “contain five times more protein and fibre than potato 
and sweet potato…[and] are [a] source of important elements like iron, calcium, phosphorous, and 
amino acids (Piya et al, 2011b, p.13). While this research is not inclining to suggest the Chepang 
                                                
2 Gittha (Dioscorea bulbifera) is commonly known as the air potato, byakur (Dioscorea pentaphylla) is commonly 
known as the fiveleaf yam, and tarul (Dioscorea alata) is commonly known as purple yam 
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should strictly adhere to customary edibles, the mastery of being able to identify, and prepare such 
comestibles should be considered a aptitude rather than unsophisticated. In fact, Magar (2008) 
advocates for a deeper understanding of NTFPs as often has a “higher value per unit weight or 
volume than timber” (Magar, DBT, 2008, p. 23), from which efficiently-managed 
commercialisation could potentially “increase the perceived value of forest resources and hence 
provide incentives to conserve land” (Ibid, 2008, p. 23). However, current national forest policies 
require prior permission for households to collect NTFPs, which, for many Chepangs is considered 
a nuisance bearing in mind the high possibility of rejection (Piya et al, 2011b). In this way, while 
conservation through community forest policies have been seen in a favourable light, the long-term 
implications for the loss of indigenous knowledges could be grave for the Chepang culture and for 
socio-economic reasons. 
 Prior to conducting the field research, the researcher was informed by Nepal Federation of 
Indigenous Nationalities (NEFIN) that the Chepang’s traditional alimentary sources were under 
threat by forest policies in Shaktikhor; this research nevertheless found that the interview 
participants were supportive of the policies that prioritised conservation. In consideration of 
NEFIN’s purpose, reproduced below, it is not wholly unexpected (NEFIN, n.d.): 
•     To increase awareness on Climate Change and REDD among indigenous peoples, and 
build their capacity to participate actively in the development of national REDD strategies 
•     To increase awareness among concerned government agencies on the need to include 
concerns of equity, social justice and poverty reduction in general, and the rights and needs of 
indigenous peoples in particular, in national REDD strategies 
•     To strengthen indigenous peoples’ community-based forest conservation and to promote 
REDD partnership between national governments, bilateral and multilateral donors and private 
companies, and indigenous peoples, on the basis of community-based forest management and 
conservation 
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As stated the goal of NEFIN is, summarily, to increase awareness and strengthen indigenous 
communities capacity and participation in REDD strategy implementations. As REDD policies are 
yet to be fully implemented the challenges are not easily discernible, however, schemes are slowly 
being introduced through pilot projects in Nepal. Thus the concern for its impact on traditionally 
marginalised and indigenous communities, who often lack the capacity to dispute interventions 
unaided by external actors, is understandable. Relevantly, infighting amongst bordering CFUGs 
was cited as a persistent problem by one interview participant; Uttam Praja Chepang told of how the 
area that their CFUG has outlined “is also being used and claimed by the nearby CFUG” (Uttam 
Praja Chepang, 2016, pers. comm., May 5). Due to a perceived higher level of education in the 
opposing CFUG, Uttam Praja Chepang feels his User Group often are unheeded (Ibid, 2016, pers. 
comm., May 5). Significantly, Uttam’s CFUG is predominantly represented by Chepangs while the 
opposing CFUG consists only of two Chepang individuals (Ibid, 2016, pers. comm., May 5). 
Without drawing hasty conclusions, there is cause for argument that a domination of knowledge is 
contributing towards indulging one faction over another. So while Uttam Praja Chepang feels 
appreciative of the fact that community forestry has contributed by increasing forest cover, an 
inability to sufficiently utilise the full delineated area is rendering the afforested benefits as 
inadequate. Dal Bahadur Chepang (2016, pers. comm., May 5) mentioned the fact that, prior to 
forestry interventions, their marginal lands were unregulated and so they could extend the areas as 
per their subsistence needs; after the implementation of community forest policies, however, their 
khoriya lands have become further delimited. He was clearly not too displeased at the mention this, 
as his household exists in a CFUG area where the Chepang are the dominant group, and thus are not 
privy to the same sort of territorial conflicts as Uttam’s CFUG are. Evidentially these two CFUGs 
experience very divergent impressions of community forestry policies.  
 The interview participants, as representatives of a sample of the Chepangs residing in 
Shaktikhor, give the impression that community forestry policies have been a blessing. However, in 
analysing the responses through an understanding of how policies are formulated by wider 
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ideological processes of preserving the environment, there is cause for concern. As Uttam Praja 
Chepang revealed, when imbalances in education levels are discernible, access to resources 
becomes a struggle for those without the capacity to articulate in a similar manner. Paradoxically, 
the notion that community forestry is actively engaging local users in decision-making processes 
and devolving power from traditional custodians is a misnomer; rather, by disregarding, or possibly 
deliberately ignoring the heterogeneity of society and the socio-economic disparity of its 
inhabitants, the state is rather transferring responsibility and relocating the power base onto other 
elites.  
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Conclusion 
 
Community forestry policies in Nepal have been reified as everything from the act of 
devolving power and decentralising decision-making processes to empowering local actors’ 
capacity. However, these policies are rather a social construct, meant to further extend the domain 
of government authority while placing responsibility of conservation targets to local actors. 
Interventions in the forest sector, meanwhile, are guided by international donors who embody the 
global narrative of environmental conservation as the sole aspiration of development in the 21st 
century. Global development is thus a pretence for shifting the onus of ecological concerns onto 
developing nations, limiting the collective agency of the local actors on whom these interventions 
are imposed upon. 
 Looked at cynically, when forest policies have conservation as it’s primary aspiration, and 
when local users are viewed as a homogenous entity without regards to the inherent inequalities 
between and within, implementers are instinctively going to favour those with the expressive 
capacity to ‘speak their language’. Moreover, when forest-management interventions, at the 
national level, are incentivised by international donors to devolve power to local actors without 
acknowledging the deep-rooted inequities which those local actors are habitually repressed by, the 
status quo ante will be perpetuated.  
 Through this research, the interface encounters which the Chepang routinely experience are 
summarily seen to occur through the interventions in the forest sector. By means of community 
forest policies, the Chepang are given the pretence that the conservation guidelines are empowering 
notions of self-determination when in reality policies are being directed at them, not for them, and 
for an ideological obligation rather than a personalised capacity. This confluence at the interface of 
development for conservation and community forestry is, paradoxically, further limiting their 
collective agency to respectfully establish their own demands. 
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